INTRODUCTION
The BIOGEO project has as its principal aims the completion of the Baetic/Rif vascular plant catalogue and the establishment of a biogeographical comparison between the vascular flora of south Spain and northern Morocco. Throughout this project, we carried out many field expeditions during the years 2004 and 2005 , in an effort to complete our floristic knowledge of regional plant distribution in the western part of northern Morocco. As a result of these activities, some chorological and taxonomic novelties for the Checklist of Vascular Plants of North Morocco (Valdés et al ., 2002) are in press (Molero & Montserrat, 2006a, b) . During an expedition to the isolated and difficult Djebel Mezgout (1850 m), we collected Lavatera close to L. olbia , but with some very distinctive morphological features. When we started to study this material, we very soon met with difficulties concerning the delimitation of Lavatera and Malva species. This forced us to investigate here the taxonomic position of this new species and to establish its taxonomic affinities from our morphological and karyological data.
D ELIMITATION OF THE GENUS L AVATERA
Tournefort (1706: 86, pl. 7) defined the genus Lavatera by the large membranous expansion of the columnar style completely covering the schizocarp, and limited this concept to only one species, Lavatera trimestris L. Linnaeus (1737: genus n. 588; 1753: 690-692 ) expanded Tournefort's concept of Lavatera to include all those species with connate epicalyx segments. This character has been demonstrated as having evolved more than once (Ray, 1995) and, consequently, the genus Lavatera , as traditionally conceived, is polyphyletic. Fernandes (1968a, b: 251-253; 1969 , 1993 ) studied this problem in depth and made a comparative history of different proposals based on plant morphology.
Some of the different propositions analysed by her are clearly coincident with the two main clades identified by Ray (1995) in his studies on Malva and Lavatera using molecular techniques. In a recent synthesis of the Malvaceae (Bayer & Kubitzki, 2003: 304) , the definition of Lavatera is limited to the species included in the 'Lavateroid clade' as defined by Ray (1995) .
Before choosing a new name for the recently discovered taxon, we had to answer the following questions. Should we conserve the genus Lavatera L.? Under which genus should we place the new species? Although there are few doubts that some species previously included under Lavatera [Sect. Axolopha DC. and Sect. Anthema (Medik.) DC.] should be transferred to Malva (Ray, 1998; Molero & Montserrat, 2005) , it is not so clear for the species included in the 'Lavateroid clade'. Furthermore, Banfi, Galasso & Soldano (2005) , in a series of nomenclatural notes in preparation for a new edition of the Italian Flora , moved all species of Lavatera into Malva , thus returning to the position held by Visiani (1852: 206-207) .
Although it seems clear that the genera have a common origin and, when considered together, are monophyletic (Fuertes Aguilar et al ., 2002; Tate et al ., 2005) , we have followed the definition adopted by Bayer & Kubitzki (2003: 304) , as it is the most recent, complete and widespread treatment of the family.
MATERIAL AND METHODS
Plant material housed in the following herbaria has been consulted (see Appendix 2): BC, JACA, MPU, G, and W [acronyms according to Holmgren & Holmgren (1998) ].
For chromosome counts, root tips obtained from seeds collected at the same type locality were cultivated at the Botanic Garden of Barcelona. Root tips were pretreated with 0.002 M hydroxyquinoline at room temperature for 6 h. They were fixed with Carnoy solution and stored at − 18 ° C. Acetic orcein at 2% was used for chromosome staining.
For observations on fruits and seeds by scanning electron microscopy, samples from herbarium sheets were cleaned by air pressure and mounted on an adhesive metal support before being coated with a fine layer of gold of 600-800 Å. The digital scanning electron micrographs (Fig. 2, We observed only a few individuals without flowers near the watershed that divides the western from the eastern slopes and located south of the main peak.
None of these individuals bore flowers or fruit, and revealed clear signs of having been grazed by goats. After a long journey with the help of some local goatherds, we finally found one large population with at least 70 individuals, some still flowering. This population was growing in a nitrophilous situation, in a sort of natural sheepfold, orientated to the south. On the northern and western slopes, this species is very isolated and rare. We were told that there was another similar population some kilometres to the south on the same mountain. During this expedition, we were able to observe how goats ate only the inflorescences, leaving intact the rest of the plant, because of the presence of very fragile stellate hairs, which must make the coriaceous young leaves very unpalatable. Therefore, under an intensive grazing pressure, which is a general feature in all North African countries, the individuals can survive and expand laterally, but the plant is not allowed to reproduce sexually. This situation seems especially clear during the driest years, when goatherds have greatest difficulties in feeding their animals, as was the case in 2005 in western Mediterranean countries. In wetter years, the reproductive chances of this plant may differ. We estimate that the overall population of this species is about 200 individuals. Thus, L. valdesii is an extremely rare species known only from five sites, and the number of mature individuals is quite small. According to the categories proposed by IUCN (2001) and the way in which they should be applied (Gardenfors et al., 2001) , we propose that L. valdesii merits an EN status because of the small number of individuals known and the restricted distribution area.
DISCUSSION
The 'Lavateroid clade' established by Ray (1995) as a result of molecular studies was accepted by Bayer & Kubitzki (2003) as the basis for the circumscription of the genus Lavatera. This clade includes 13 species distributed in different sections previously defined under Lavatera or Malva (Fernandes, 1968b) Ray (1995) . The other species share common morphological characters with those species that configure this clade.
The new species L. valdesii has a set of morphological characters that clearly matches with some species of Lavatera Sect. Olbia. This section was defined by De-Candolle (1824: 438-439) , but many species initially included in this section were rejected by Fernandes (1968a Fernandes ( , 1969 and others. As defined by Fernandes, Lavatera Sect. Olbia has a wide Mediterranean distribution, with species growing from the Himalayas to central Europe, and in the Mediterranean Basin from Palestine to Morocco. The species included are perennial, with stellate or fasciculate hairs, solitary pedicels and 12-20 mericarps, with obtuse angles on the abaxial side, smooth lateral faces, and the mericarps separate from the fruit axis by leaving a flap between each pair of mericarps. The stylar column ends in a conical structure exceeding the mericarps.
Amongst the species included in this section, two have transversely rugose mericarps (see 'Key to the species of Lavatera Sect. Olbia', Appendix 1), with wrinkles not as strongly underlined as is the case in most European species of the genus Malva, but clearly differentiated. These two species are L. thuringiaca and L. cashmiriana. Both share some other unique characters in Sect. Olbia, such as the long pedunculate flowers, which are almost as long as the subtended bract, and the free part of the epicalyx segments, which are largely ovate-acuminate and more or less accrescent. All of these characters agree much more with the species included in Sect. Lavatera, in spite of the fact that they are all annuals, whereas those of Sect. Olbia are defined as being all perennial. Otherwise, both species have a EuroAsiatic distribution area: L. thuringiaca ranging from central Europe to western Siberia and L. cashmiriana from central Asia to the Indian Himalayas. The rest of the species considered by Fernandes to be referred to Sect. Olbia share a strictly Mediterranean distribution. Ray (1995) demonstrated the close correspondence between morphological fruit characters and the tree resulting from the analysis of internal transcribed spacer (ITS) sequence data. His results seem to be in accordance with this interpretation. L. thuringiaca and L. cashmiriana appear together in all topologies analysed. The same pattern is repeated with L. trimestris and L. punctata, and with L. olbia and L. triloba. However, L. olbia was the only one of this Mediterranean set of species of Sect. Olbia included in his studies.
If our interpretation is confirmed by future molecular analyses, Lavatera Sect. Olbia can remain limited to the group of species sharing a strict Mediterranean distribution, with the following common morphological characters: perennials; indumentum always composed only of stellate or fasciculate hairs, without simple or glandular hairs; epicalyx segments connate at least basally, giving the epicalyx a cup-like outline; flowers sessile or borne on short pedicels not exceeding the calyx length, solitary or in groups of one to three in short lateral racemes, never fasciculate; pericarp smooth, glabrous or tomentose, divided at maturity by a longitudinal furrow on the back, with edges rounded or acute, but never with transverse wrinkles (Table 1) .
Very close to this section is another group of species included by Fernandes (1968) in Lavatera Sect. Glandulosae R. Fern. This section is distributed in the central and western Mediterranean area and is composed of L. triloba L., L. flava Desf., and L. agrigentina Tineo. The species of this section are differentiated from those of Lavatera Sect. Olbia by their fasciculate peduncles and indumentum composed of a mixture of stellate and glandular hairs. L. triloba was the only species of this group included in the ITS analyses conducted by Ray (1995) , which appears closely associated with L. olbia.
During the morphological comparison of L. valdesii with other close species (Table 1) , we realized that the recently described species from Sardinia, L. plazzae Atzei, is conspecific with L. stenopetala Coss. & Durieu ex Batt., considered, until now, a narrow endemic species of north-east Algeria, known only from the Tell Altas and the Constantine region (Quézel & Santa, 1962) . The populations of Sardinia are located in the north-west part of the island, not far from Sassari (Atzei, 1995) . The characteristic shape of the epicalyx, very short with almost inconspicuous largely triangular and obtuse lobes, oval-lanceolate sepal lobes, ramified inflorescences, and bifid emarginated petals, and with long petiolate, obscurely fivelobate basal leaves, shows clearly the affinities between both plants. This species has a unique morphological character in Lavatera Sect. Olbia. The schizocarp has the mericarps completely fused, leaving inside a unique cavity. The lateral walls of the mericarps are almost absent, reduced to a vestigial membranous ring along the inner suture of each mericarp. As suggested by Ray (1995) , this structure seems to be an intermediate state between a common schizocarp with completely isolated mericarps, as occurs in Malva spp., and a true capsule with free seeds inside.
We include in this paper the first chromosome count for L. valdesii. The number agrees with those known for the closest relatives [L. bryoniifolia, 2n = 42 (Snogerup, 1995); L. oblongifolia, 2n = 42 (Luque & Devesa, 1986); L. olbia, 2n = 42 (Luque & Devesa, 1986) ], and is common in many other species of the genera Lavatera and Malva, which form the Malvae alliance as defined on the basis of earlier chromosomic studies by Bates & Blanchard (1970) . Although there is a large variability in chromosome number in the Malvae alliance, the basic number seems to be x = 7 (Fuertes Aguilar et al., 2002) . In conclusion, the new species L. valdesii Molero & J.M. Monts. has some very different morphological traits that help to distinguish it easily from any other known species of Lavatera.
Morphologically, the two closest species to L. valdesii are L. oblongifolia and L. olbia. The former has a restricted distribution area in the south-eastern mountains of Andalusia, and the latter is widespread through the central and western Mediterranean Basin (Bolòs & Vigo, 1990: 274) . Although it is quite a rare plant, locally it can be rather abundant. Amongst other characters, L. valdesii differs from L. olbia by its entire leaves, the narrow schizocarp axis, and the glabrous pericarp, with larger lateral walls (see Fig. 2 ). It is easily distinguishable from L. oblongifolia by the leaf outline, the epicalyx segments, the glabrous pericarp with acute dorsal angles (see Fig. 2 ), and the almost sessile lowermost flowers, as opposed to those of L. oblongifolia, which are borne on stout peduncles being equal to the calyx length. The different seed outline, which is asymmetrically kidney-shaped in L. oblongifolia and L. valdesii, contributes towards distinguishing these two narrow endemics from the other species included in Sect. Olbia (see Table 1 , Fig. 2) .
Lavatera valdesii was discovered on a recent floristic expedition, which suggests that there are still new species to be discovered in the Mediterranean area. It is an extremely local species and, as far as we know, an 
